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explanations. It appears that the potential
reasons for such beliefs are as complex as
the beliefs themselves, and more research is
therefore needed.
However, underlying belief systems influence
not only an individual’s perception of the
paranormal, but also their view of the world as
a whole, and this can be both subtle and
complex. For example, it is expected by societal
convention to wish someone ‘good luck’ before
they go to an exam, but do both individuals
believe in ‘luck’? Do either of them truly believe
that this simple verbal act will change reality in
order to improve the probability of a better
outcome in the exam? Or is it merely a way of
helping to induce a positive mental state so that
the person is more likely to perform at their
optimal ability in the exam room? Is it just a
socially acceptable saying? Will they become
irritated because they do not believe in ‘luck’?
Will they become paranoid because it causes
them to realise that they have forgotten their
lucky charm?
This is the fascination about studying
paranormal beliefs: a large proportion of the
population have them as an embedded part of
their personality, and they can influence their
perceptions of the world.
What are the issues surrounding the
investigation of apparitional
experiences, and why is it important
to investigate them?
‘Apparitional experiences’ here refers to
spontaneous occurrences of seeing, hearing or
sensing the spirit of a deceased person. I have
emphasised this because it is the most
important aspect; it represents the interpretation
placed upon the experience. There has to be this
interpretation or otherwise it is not ‘paranormal’.
An example of this comes from a paper I wrote
(with Ciarán O’Keeffe), in that if someone thinks
that a knocking behind a wall is caused by a
problematic pipe they will call a plumber; it takes
Beliefs in ‘the ‘paranormal’ can be complex, and, indeed,can be seen to pervade the very fabric of much of modernsociety – from ghosts to lucky charms. As such, it is
prudent that the field be investigated, and investigated properly
and scientifically.
However, parapsychology – the study of the ‘paranormal’ – is often
deemed as an unscientific enterprise, a fact, perhaps, bolstered
by the many television ‘ghost hunting’ programmes that now gain
airtime on a regular basis.
Yet, for those working in the field, the scientific exploration of
unexplained, and, for now at least, unexplainable, phenomena
should be approached in much the same way as any other
scientific endeavour. 
Speaking to Pan European Networks, Dr Ian Baker from the
University of Derby, UK – a chartered psychologist who was the
editor of the European Journal of Parapsychology, and who has
interests in fields as diverse as remote staring detection and the
practicalities, ethics and debates involved in issues that emerge
from the investigation of apparitional experiences – discusses how
belief systems can influence the perception of the paranormal, and
some of the methodologies involved in the continued academic
and scientific study of this interesting field.
In what ways can a person’s own belief systems
influence their perception of ‘the paranormal’?
Beliefs pertaining to ‘the paranormal’ can be varied and complex, ranging
from divination, New Age therapies, religious beliefs, superstitions, and
others. Gallup polls have indicated that certain types of paranormal beliefs
can be found in almost half of the population (for example, belief in extra-
sensory perception, or ghosts). It has been argued that they have
cognitive components (e.g., “I am lucky”), affective components (e.g., “I
feel more confident with my actions because I am lucky”), and are
persistent even when presented with conflicting information. Such beliefs
structures and their purpose are arguably an important aspect of
humanity and should therefore be examined in detail.
There has also been considerable research attempting to understand
why people hold paranormal beliefs. This research has attempted to
explain such beliefs in terms of them representing overarching mental
constructs about the nature of the world, or that particular groups might
hold such beliefs more than others. Research has also examined beliefs
in terms of particular psychological needs for such beliefs, or that such
believers have some form of cognitive deficit, or a combination of these
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reaction to emotive stimuli. This has been applied in parapsychology as
a way of attempting to see if we are sensitive to anomalous stimuli which
may trigger this reaction. For example, one of the more extensive ways
that this has been used is to examine remote staring detection. Remote
staring detection refers to the purported ability to detect when one is
being stared at by another, without the involvement of the conventional
senses. It has been suggested that, should this ability exist, then being
aware of the stares of another may confer an evolutionary advantage.
Therefore, the detection of a remote stare may trigger a fight-or-flight
response which can be measured using skin conductance. The findings
of this body of research are controversial and varied, but a 2004 meta-
analysis suggested a small, yet significant overall effect.
Human electrical brain activity was discovered by Hans Berger in the
1920s, and is typically measured via the non-invasive application of
sensitive electrodes upon an individual’s scalp (otherwise known as
electroencephalography, or EEG). These are then used to detect minute
amounts of electrical activity which are generated by the brain. This can
be down to the nanovolt range and can also be measured faster than
once a millisecond. This complex, multi-dimensional data can be
analysed in a wide variety of ways depending upon the research question.
For example, from this EEG it is also possible to extract the specific
processing which is correlated with a particular stimulus, usually referred
to as event-related potentials (ERPs).
In parapsychology, electrical brain activity measures have been employed
in a variety of ways. Generally these can be broadly divided into
experiments examining internal brain-states associated with anomalous
cognition and experiments looking at some form of hypothesised
‘transferred’ brain-states between individuals. All of these experiments
tend to originate from the same underlying premise: if anomalous
cognition is possible, then there should be corresponding correlates of
brain activity.
The experiments which have looked at internal brain-states have
attempted to examine what might be occurring in the brain during
anomalous cognition, and if this differs from comparable control
conditions which do not involve such anomalous cognition. To return to
the remote staring detection example from above, my own work
attempted to examine if ERPs associated with image processing (such
as a face) significantly changed if the individual was being stared at
remotely at the same time. Alternatively, another example would be to
a paranormal interpretation by the experient to
turn the same experience into a ‘poltergeist’ or
similar phenomenon.
However, investigating such experiences is
fraught with difficulties. Firstly, they are
spontaneous in nature and therefore not
replicable on demand. Secondly, they occur in
everyday environments with a virtually
incalculable number of variables which may
factor into or explain the experience. This can
make finding evidence and a conclusive
explanation difficult at best. Thirdly, as outlined
above, the experient’s beliefs and expectations
also continue to play a significant role in any
field investigation which can be carried out.
Because of these and other factors, it is rare
that professional scientists become involved in
such investigations. Amateur groups of
investigators have occupied this void and this
can lead to a whole other set of issues.
However, if we side-step the issue of the validity
of whether or not a particular apparitional
experience is ‘paranormal’, examining the
experience itself can be very useful from a
psychological perspective. Quantitative
methods have been used in order to build a
better understanding of what the
circumstances are surrounding the experience
across large groups of people, and qualitative
methods can be used in order to unpack the
manner in which the experience is relayed in
more depth.
These experiences are common, and
understanding them in greater depth can aid our
appreciation of why people are having them and
what role these experiences may play.
Can you explain how
electrophysiology measures are
used in parapsychology, and why
they interest you?
Electrophysiology, as the name suggests, refers
to a set of techniques whereby the electrical
activity of a physiological event is recorded,
generally in relation to a specific stimulus. In
parapsychology this has usually taken the form
of measuring either autonomic nervous system
activity, such as skin conductance, or central
nervous system activity, such as brain activity.
The rationale behind measuring skin
conductance is that it is regarded as being a
reasonable measure of the ‘fight-or-flight’
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entertainment and should be seen as such.
They are not scientific documentaries.
I find when teaching students about
parapsychology I have to spend a considerable
amount of time deconstructing the false
perceptions that they have gathered about it
based upon such programmes.
How do you see the field of
parapsychology progressing, and
where do you hope your own
research will be included?
The academic study of paranormal experiences
and beliefs, and testing to see what might
be underpinning them, has existed since the
earliest days of psychology as an emerging
science. But psychology as an area has tended
to have a troubled relationship with the concept
of studying such phenomena. Some feel it is
not scientific; some, that it has the appearance
of, but not the substance of, science; some feel
that it should not be studied at all.
It is extremely difficult to study such purported
phenomena. The methodological challenges
faced and rigour that is required is proportional
to the revolution that science as a whole would
face should such evidence be acquired to the
satisfaction of the majority of scientists. But my
view is that ‘the paranormal’ is not ‘beyond
normal’; we merely may not have a full
understanding of it yet. It may be that the
typically small, transitory effects noted in many
experiments are due to methodological or
statistical issues which could also potentially
plague other areas of science. Or it may be that
such effects require us to expand our
understanding of our world in order to
encompass and explain them.
So in many respects, my hope for the field is
that researching these phenomena finds more
widespread acceptance within the scientific
community as a whole.
see if there are changes in the frequency of brain activity when an
individual is attempting a task of anomalous cognition compared to other
cognitive states.
The research that has been conducted into ‘transferred’ brain-states
involves examining if there are certain types of electrical brain activity
that is ‘transferred’ from one individual to another. This has been
examined in different ways, most particularly by the administration of
flashing strobe stimuli to person A in order to see if corresponding ERPs
are measured in person B simultaneously. The research findings are
controversial, not least because of the complexity of linking two EEG
machines, but this and other research has led to speculative theoretical
work relating to quantum non-locality potentially representing some form
of mechanism. 
All of this research has produced mixed findings and much of it is hotly
debated. However, if we want to see if anomalous cognition is possible,
then attempting to measure any electrophysiological correlates are an
invaluable asset to measuring this. Using measures that avoid the biases
associated with conscious responses, along with methods which focus
more upon the process of any anomalous condition rather than just the
proof of it, will further our understanding of this area. Theoretical work is
also an essential aspect in the field’s general attempt to gain more
credibility; although there is still a great deal of work to be done, it is an
important starting point.
What are your views on the way in which paranormal
investigations are presented in the media (‘ghost
hunting’ television programmes for instance), and can
these help, or hinder, the science?
Although such programmes can draw attention to the field, on the whole
I think that it is the wrong type of attention. Such programmes are
designed to be entertaining, but as such they are not necessarily intended
to represent the field accurately. As I have outlined above, very few
professionals in the field engage in ‘paranormal investigations’, mainly
because the sheer number of potential variables involved means that
testing specific hypotheses is extremely difficult. As a result, such
programmes do not accurately represent the often highly rigorous
experimental research which is conducted in this area. They are
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